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ABSTRACT 



This report examines the high school preparation and 
postsecondary persistence of first-generation students, those whose parents 
had no education beyond high school, and compares them with students whose 
parents went to college. The purpose of the study was to examine whether 
first-generation students who were otherwise equally prepared academically 
were comparable to students whose parents went to college in terms of their 
grade point averages (GPAs) , number of remedial courses in post secondary 
education, and rates of academic persistence. The analysis focuses on a 
subset of 1995-1996 beginning students who started their postsecondary 
education at four-year institutions. Data are from the First Followup of the 
Beginning Postsecondary Students Longitudinal Study for 1995-1996. Findings 
from the analysis indicate that students who were well prepared for 
postsecondary education were likely to persist in four-year institutions. 
Students who took rigorous coursework in high school accounted for more than 
80% of those students who stayed on the persistence track to a bachelor’s 
degree or were retained at their initial institution. Parents’ levels of 
education were found to be associated with rates of students’ retention and 
persistence in college, even when controlling for measures of academic 
preparedness such as rigor of secondary curriculum and college entrance 
examination scores. These findings hold true even when other related 
variables are held constant. Two appendixes contain a glossary and technical 
notes. (Contains 21 tables, 7 figures, and 13 references.) (SLD) 
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Executive Summary 



This report examines the high school prepara- 
tion and postsecondary persistence of first- 
generation students — those students whose par- 
ents had no education beyond high school — and 
compares them with students whose parents went 
to college. Previous research has demonstrated 
that first-generation students exhibit different 
college enrollment and persistence behaviors than 
their counterparts whose parents have more edu- 
cation. Such studies found that first-generation 
students were less likely than their peers to com- 
plete advanced mathematics classes in high 
school. Even among those qualified for college, 
first-generation students were less likely to enroll 
in 4-year institutions (Horn and Nunez 2000). In- 
dependent of other relevant demographic, enroll- 
ment, and college involvement factors, first- 
generation status was also found to be negatively 
associated with students’ persistence and attain- 
ment (Nunez and Cuccaro-Alamin 1998). 

What has not been well understood, however, 
is the extent to which the academic preparation of 
first-generation students in high school affects 
their persistence and attainment in postsecondary 
education. The purpose of this report is to exam- 
ine whether first-generation students who were 
otherwise equally prepared academically were 
comparable to students whose parents went to 
college in terms of their grade-point averages 
(GPAs), number of remedial courses in post- 
secondary education, and rates of persistence (that 
is, whether they were retained at their first institu- 
tion, had stayed on a persistence track toward the 



bachelor’s degree, 1 or had attained a degree). This 
analysis focuses on a subset of 1995-96 beginning 
postsecondary students who started their post- 
secondary education in 4-year institutions. 

High School Coursetaking 

The academic rigor of students’ high school 
curriculum 2 was strongly associated with their 
postsecondary GPA, the amount of remedial 
coursework they took, and with their rates of per- 
sistence and attainment. As overall high school 
academic rigor increased, so did- students’ GPA. 
Students who did not exceed the requirements of 
the core New Basics curriculum had a lower GPA 
than did those who exceeded them (2.5 points ver- 
sus 3.1 points). The rigor of students’ high school 
curriculum was also related to the number of re- 
medial courses they took during their first year of 
postsecondary education. As the rigor of the sec- 
ondary curriculum increased, the proportion of 
students who took one or more remedial courses 
decreased from 21 percent to 3 percent. 



Students’ status with respect to the “persistence track to a 
bachelor’s degree” is defined by three values: stayed on the 
persistence track (i.e., stayed in the same 4-year institution or 
made a lateral transfer to a different 4-year institution), left 
the persistence track (“stopped out” for more than 4 months 
or made an immediate or delayed downward transfer), or left 
postsecondary education (was neither still enrolled at the 
initial institution nor had transferred to another postsecondary 
institution). 

2 “Academic rigor” is defined by four variables that describe 
the overall difficulty of students’ high school coursework: 
core New Basics or below, beyond New Basics I (somewhat 
exceeded core New Basics), beyond New Basics II (substan- 
tially exceeded core New Basics), and rigorous (maximally 
exceeded core New Basics). 
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